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What brings you here today?  We come to worship for many reasons:  It’s a habit.  We’re here because Mama or Daddy said for us to be here.  We’re here because we have a Watts Street church covenant that says we will worship together. We’re here to see our friends.  And since we’re here, sometimes we may also try to catch a little nap during the sermon.
 
We often chuckle about someone sleeping through the sermon, but I want to suggest today that one of the reasons we come to worship is to rest.  Not sleep, but rest!  We all lead busy lives. We get tired and weary.  When we come to worship, we can stop and rest for an hour.  
 
After all, many of us are overcommitted, overworked, and sometimes overwhelmed with the too-muchness of our lives!  Worship may be one of the few times in the week when we can sit still, breathe deeply, and just be.  With the first day of summer coming tomorrow, we are heading into a slower pace, a time for rest and rejuvenation.  And it starts with worship.
 
We all have a need, a longing, for strength we don’t now have.  We need to stop and rest.  As the Good Book says, “Rest in the Lord.”
 
The same thing happened to Elijah.  In our text for today Elijah has been running.  He has been facing troubles right and left.  He’s worn down.  He’s exhausted.  Queen Jezebel has sent her henchmen after him, so he starts running for his life—literally!  He comes to a broom tree to rest and then to a cave at the edge of Mount Horeb, and he lies down and goes to sleep. 
 
Then Elijah hears a Voice telling him to go stand on the mountain, “for the Lord is about to pass by.”  Suddenly there is an earthquake, but the Lord is not in the earthquake.  There is a wind, but God is not in the wind.  And there is fire, but God is not in the fire.  After the fire, there is only silence—sheer silence, the text says.  That must mean a lot of silence, a big silence.  Earlier translations call it “a still small voice.”  But a still small voice is another way of saying silence.  God is in the silence.
 
Sometimes we may think that God shows up in the dramatic events --- earthquakes, wind, fire.  But Elijah’s story tells us that the method God prefers may be silence.
 
We don’t spend a lot of time in silence in our worship here, but we know we all need it.  We’ve introduced periods of silence in our service to help us grow in listening to God.  Silence means “listening to God.” (Henri Nouwen)  “For God alone my soul rests in silence,” the Psalmist says.  Maybe the sub-title for this message should be the Quaker motto:  “Speak only when you can improve upon the silence.”
 
So, before I continue to speak, I think it’s time for silence.  It’s time to rest.  In a few moments I’m going to invite us to stop here and take 3 or 4 minutes to be still and silent.  Some of us may have trouble with that much silence.  It’s not easy to be silent because we have so much going on inside us.  
 
Someone has said our mind is like a tree filled with monkeys, all swinging from branch to branch with an incessant riot of chatter and movement.  That constant whirl inside us is what makes it difficult for us to be silent, to still the mind.  But now I want to invite us to accept the challenge and to follow Elijah’s example and let the silence settle around us like a mantle, like a prayer shawl gently draped over your shoulders.
 




What can we learn from the silence?  What are the benefits of silence?  After we have stilled the distractions, the chattering monkeys inside us, we have an opportunity to do nothing and let God do something for us.
 
I once sat with a monk at a monastery in Atlanta.  He invited me to sit with him for 10 minutes of silence.  It was a restful and gentle time.  Then he interrupted the silence and said, “Now, that was a complete waste of time.  Nothing productive happened in the silence.  All we did was waste some time with God.”
 
Silence is an end in itself.  We don’t sit in silence in order to get something from God.  We don’t ask, “What am I getting out of this?”  To ask that question means that we are still allowing our ego to dominate, to control us.  When we sit in silence, we detach from our ego.  John Main calls it “dispossession.”  We detach from ego to allow something to happen to us.  We are floating on the silence, to let it affect us and move us.  There is an energy in the silence, and that energy is the Spirit, the divine energy, moving to commune with us. 
 
Silence then is a time for us to do nothing.  It’s a time to put ourselves at God’s disposal---to be still and rest in God’s presence.
 
I have a friend who spends long periods of time in silence, sometimes in groups, sometimes at monasteries, sometimes alone.  He told me, with zest in his voice, “I’m in love with silence.”
 
I’ve been pondering his comment ever since.  Many of us get uncomfortable with silence.  We’re word-oriented people.  We fill the air with talk, TV, emails and cell phones.  When silence comes, we feel awkward, even afraid.  It may seem like nothing is happening.  It may feel like “dead air.”
 
But our Scripture text today tells us that silence is the place where God dwells.  Silence is the place where we can be, not do, where we can give up ego and rest.  In silence we immerse ourselves in one of God’s favorite habitats.  Meister Eckhart called it “sinking into God.”
 
Psalm 42 reflects what we’re saying.  “As a deer longs for flowing streams, so longs my soul for thee, O God.”  Silence is like that flowing stream.  Some years ago a man told me of being out in the woods one day when he came upon a deer, a doe, standing in a stream of water.  This deer had completely immersed herself in the stream, so that the only part of her that was visible was her nose and eyes protruding from the water.  The man stood still, beholding the deer, and the deer beholding him.  “It was a holy moment,” he said.  “That experience,” he told me, “helped me understand Psalm 42 in a new way.”  “As a deer longs for flowing streams, so longs my soul for thee, O God.”
 
That’s the great gift of silence.  That must be what happened to Elijah, and that must be what my friend meant when he said, “I’m in love with silence.”  He must have meant, “I’m in love with wordless prayer.  I’m in love with the present moment, the “sacrament of the present moment” with God.
 
In the silence we let the distractions float on through.  We let the inner chatter settle.  We rest in God, we commune with God.  We sink into God, the source of life---abundant life, fullness of life. 
 
“For God alone my soul waits in silence.”  (Psalm 62:1)
 
So may it be.  Amen.
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